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The fact that the entire country is facing a terrible energy crisis resulting in prolonged spells of loadshedding, negates the government’s claims of achieving economic prosperity. This has happened primarily because the organisations concerned have not invested in new projects to bridge the growing gap between electricity supply and demand. Instead, they have indulged in a useless blame game, politicising the whole issue.

At present, Pakistan meets its 75 per cent energy requirements through domestic resources. Around 50.4 per cent of its energy needs are met by indigenous gas, 28.4 per cent by domestic and imported oil, and 12.7 per cent by hydroelectricity. Coal and nuclear contribution to energy use is limited to seven per cent and one per cent respectively. The alternatives that the government is proposing to overcome the energy crisis seem to be of a long-term nature -- be it in terms of oil and gas or in terms of electricity generation from thermal or hydel sources.

As the country is braving an unprecedented hot season, even the capital city, Islamabad, is facing power shortage, forcing people to come out on the streets in protest. Regions like D.I. Khan, Hazara, Kohistan, Peshawar, Mardan, Lahore, Gujranwala, Layiya, Multan, Rahimyar Khan, Faisalabad, Khanewal and almost every part of Sindh are affected by the crisis. In Balochistan, there is hardly any electricity available in Quetta, while other parts of the province still seem to be living in the 19th century.

Wapda in general and the KESC in particular have miserably failed to improve their electricity transmission and distribution systems. That’s why it doesn’t sound odd when people label the two utilities white elephants

The country needs a quantum leap in electricity generation in the medium-term scenario to avert the possibilities of loadshedding in the future because of the shrinking gap between electricity demand and supply during peak hours. It’s high time the Thar coal-based power generation plant, that could give an additional 5,000MW to the national grid, was given priority. If the Keti Bundar Project had not been shelved due to political expediency, the energy profile of the country would have been different.
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Like the KESC, which provides electricity to Karachi, Wapda is responsible for the rest of the country. Both have been labelled ‘white elephants’ as they have failed to improve their electricity transmission and distribution system. Interestingly, in the outgoing fiscal year, 2006-07, the government had allocated Rs20.93 billion subsidies for Wapda that were later revised upward by 19.1 per cent to Rs24.92 billion. In the upcoming new fiscal year, 2007-08, starting from July 1, another huge subsidy of Rs27.89 billion for Wapda is on the cards. Two months back, at a meeting to discuss the energy crisis, Minister for Water and Power Liaquat Ali Jatoi accused Wapda of mismanagement, causing loadshedding of over 1,100MW while its units at eight stations remained closed due to minor faults.

According to official sources, the country’s current total energy demand is 17,421MW, including 15,138MW Wapda’s demand, 2,283MW KESC’s demand, leaving a shortfall of 2,891MW. Wapda is also providing 750MW to the KESC to meet its power needs.

While there were complaints against the Karachi Electric Supply Corporation (KESC), people of Lahore have not spared the Lahore Electric Supply Company (LESCO) and have accused it of failing to manage power load. The general public’s grievances all over the country are almost the same. The authorities concerned do not listen to them and ignore their complaints about the prolonged and unscheduled loadshedding, blaming the issue on systems’ overloading and unspecified tripping.

Whatever the case, the power crisis Pakistan is facing today is not an unexpected one. Experts had warned many years ago that the power crisis might become acute in 2007 because neither Wapda nor the KESC had invested in new power plants, thermal or hydel.

In this respect, it needs to be mentioned here that while the KESC had not invested in any new power plant, Wapda was content with the 1,450MW Ghazi Barotha run-of-the river power project which was commissioned in 2003. Instead of addressing the problem in the national interest, it indulged in politicising the issue, particularly toying around with the controversial Kalabagh dam question. A lot of time was wasted in ignoring other thermal power options.

Discussing the issue, a Wapda official said the use of electrical appliances in early summer had overburdened its system and the utility was unable to meet that demand. He said that last year, 2.5 million air-conditioners had been purchased along with half-a-million washing machines, putting the system under great pressure. He also said the PPIB had not fulfilled its responsibilities in this regard.
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In July 2004, experts had warned that the country might face a dangerous energy crisis by 2007 because of the rising electricity demand following the ever-increasing sales of electronic appliances on lease financing. This was anticipated because of the 13 per cent increase in electricity demand in the last quarter of 2004.

According to official figures, the household sector has been the largest consumer of electricity accounting for 44.2 per cent of the total electricity consumption followed by the industrial sector 31.1 per cent, the agriculture sector 14.3 per cent, other government sectors 7.4 per cent, the commercial sector 5.5 per cent and street lights 0.7 per cent.

Keeping in view past trend as well as future development, Wapda needs to revise its load forecast system. Pakistan’s total energy requirement will increase by about 48 per cent to 80 million tons of oil equivalent (MTOE) in 2010 from the current 54 MTOE; but major initiatives to bridge this gap have not been taken as yet.

Government sources had earlier said the government had plans to add an overall power generation capacity of about 7,880MW by 2010. Of this, about 4,860MW is to be based on natural gas, accounting for 61 per cent of capacity expansion. However, the gas-based power expansion of about 4,860MW remains doubtful since these estimates were based on gas import options for completion in 2010, 2015 and 2020.

Wapda will commission a 136MW Rental Power Project by end of this month. The production from this project will be added to the national grid to share electricity consumption load.

If Pakistan is to maintain its economic growth at an average rate of over 7.6 per cent per annum, it must understand the relationship between economic growth and energy demand. The growing gap between electricity supply and demand could retard that progress.

Historically speaking, Pakistan faced electricity deficit from 1990 to 1997. Electricity supply and demand was balanced in 1997. From 1997, the generation capacity increased and it was expected that the supply and demand position of electricity will remain in equilibrium till 2009. However, as the existing peak demand approached 6.6 per cent growth per annum from 2001 to 2007, supply shortage occurred much earlier than 2009.

The total installed capacity of electricity generation witnessed no change during July-March 2006-07, remaining at 19,440 MW. Wapda, the KESC, the Karachi Nuclear Power Plant (KANUPP) and the Chashma Nuclear Power Plant are the four main public sector organisations involved in power generation, transmission and distribution of electricity in the country. The Independent Power Projects (IPPs) are also involved in power generation. The total installed capacity of Wapda was 11,363MW during July-March 2006-07, which accounts for 58 per cent of the total installed capacity. Of this, hydel power accounts for 56.9 per cent or 6,463MW and thermal accounts for 43.1 per cent or 4,900MW. The total installed capacity of the IPPs is 5,859MW (30.1 per cent), the KESC’s 1,756MW (nine per cent) and nuclear power is 462MW (2.4 per cent) of the total installed capacity. The number of electricity consumers has increased over the years due to rapid extension of electric supply to villages and quick-paced urbanisation. The number of consumers has increased to 16.7 million till March 2007, up from 15.9 million in 2005-06, indicating an increase of five per cent over the last year and a growth of about 70 per cent since 1996-97.

In order to enhance and strengthen its power generation capacity, Wapda has undertaken feasibility studies/construction work for a number of hydro/thermal power projects under the VISION 2025 Programme. Work on Allai Khawar (21MW), Khan Khawar (72MW) and Dubair Khawar (130MW) hydropower projects is in full swing. The government has claimed that implementation of the Neelum-Jhelum (969MW) hydropower project will soon commence. But politics seems to have impeded its progress.

Feasibility studies of a number of hydropower projects are underway, including that of Bunji (5,400MW) and Kohala (600MW) projects. After their completion, the installed capacity is expected to increase from 17,431MW to about 42,000MW by 2016.

At present, two nuclear power plants — the Karachi Nuclear Power Plant (KANUPP) and the Chashma Nuclear Power Plant (CHASNUPP) unit-1 -- are in operation, while a third plant, CHASNUPP unit-2, is under construction. KANUPP has completed its designated life of 30 years, yet it is still operating. It generated 93 million kWh of electricity during July-March 2006-07, increasing lifetime generation to 11.39 billion kWh. CHASNUPP-1, having a gross capacity of 325MW, generated 1,682 million kWh of electricity during July-March 2006-07, increasing lifetime generation to 13.18 billion kWh. Construction work on CHASNUPP-2 is ahead of the planned schedule. It is expected that the plant will be commissioned in 2011. The government has set a target of 8,800MW nuclear power capacity by 2030 with an increasing share of indigenisation.

To meet this target, the PAEC has restructured its power sector to gradually assume greater technical responsibility in the construction of nuclear power plants in the future. 

